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Once I visited a person who had endured an extended illness. After struggling with long days of medical treatment, with all the emotional stresses, she went through a spiritual awakening. When I asked what she had learned, she said, "I’m in a new place now. I feel like a new person."
During our lives we go through various conversions. We sometimes talk about "being saved" as a one-time event. But many of us go through various conversions in our lives. God keeps working with us, and it makes sense to say that we are "being saved" through the various experiences of our lives. 
Conversion means turning, repenting, changing from our way to God’s way. Sometimes that turning, conversion, is as dramatic as being healed from an illness or some trauma or distress. At other times, conversion is a gradual process of becoming a new person. The healed person starts to become a healing person. The loved person starts to become a loving person. The forgiven person becomes the forgiving person. (from Frederick Buechner, Wishful Thinking). We change; we make new beginnings. And most of it is not our doing. God does it. We merely cooperate with the change God is bringing. 
In the book of Acts the most famous conversion happened to the apostle Paul on the road to Damascus when he was struck blind; here he turned to God, and in a dramatic conversion he moved from being a terrorist to being a missionary. 
But there is also in Acts another story, lesser known, of a conversion that happened to a man named Cornelius. In the early stages of the church, the Jesus movement has headed out of Jerusalem into Samaria and Judea. The Spirit was continuing to move, and the question arose about the Gentiles, the non-Jewish people. Can these people also be a part of God’s way? Can they come into the circle of the Jesus’ movement? Cornelius was a Gentile, a centurion, and an officer in the Roman army, known for his courage and loyalty. He is described as a God-fearing man, a kind and charitable person. He was also a praying person. One day Cornelius had a vision. An angel appeared to him and told him to send for a man named Peter who was living near the seashore. 
Cornelius sent messengers to find Peter. When they arrived, Peter was praying on the rooftop of the house. There Peter had a vision: various animals descending from heaven on a great sheet. A voice said to Peter, "Kill and eat." Peter said, "Oh no, I cannot eat unclean animals." For a Jew there were strict food laws; it was forbidden to eat unclean animals. But the voice told Peter not to call what God had cleansed unclean. Before this vision, Peter would have called a gentile unclean; but in the vision God was preparing him for the visitors sent by Cornelius, the gentile
The question was whether gentiles would be accepted in the new movement started by Jesus. Peter now was hearing a new word from God. Yes, the Jews were God’s people, and God had led the Jewish people out of bondage in Egypt. So, it appeared that God had a bias toward the Jews. Jesus was a Jew. But now, new revelation is breaking in. The message here, through Peter, is: God has no favorites. The gentiles are to be accepted on equal footing with Jews. God shows no partiality. It was a revolutionary idea.
Peter agrees to make the journey to Cornelius’ home. To Cornelius, his family and friends Peter preaches his new insight: "God has no favorites." He says to Cornelius and his friends that God welcomes Gentiles and Jews to the same table. He tells the good news of God sending Jesus, who preached and healed and was crucified and resurrected, so that all who believe in him would receive forgiveness of sins. The message of God’s love is for everybody. When Peter gave them this good news, the Holy Spirit came upon Cornelius and all who heard Peter’s words. They were converted and were baptized. 
What strikes us about this story? The Spirit breaks down divisions. The gospel is for all people, not just the Jews. Cornelius’ conversion is the result of the Spirit’s initiative. And in a sense, Peter is converted too—to a new awareness, a new understanding, a larger view. It’s a matter of those whose eyes are opened then helping open the eyes of others. Those who are healed become healers, those who are loved become loving, those forgiven become forgivers. The circle of love widens.
This is conversion--- turning to the new life God is bringing through Jesus. This conversion is far more than one individual’s salvation. Conversion also has social, moral dimensions. When Cornelius, a gentile, is converted, God uses Peter to break down social barriers, to abolish dividing lines. It’s no longer the Jewish group in, and the gentile group out. The circle widens. This conversion is the work of the Spirit. It’s amazing grace. It’s personal, and it has wider social, moral dimensions.
Probably the all time favorite hymn is "Amazing Grace." Do you remember how that hymn got written? The writer was John Newton. He was the captain of a slave ship in the 18th century. He was a slave trader from Liverpool, England. His occupation was to sail south, load slaves at the west coast of Africa, and transport them to North America, where they were sold. After several years, John Newton, the slave trader, underwent a conversion. His life took a drastic turn. He studied for the ministry and developed a strong aversion to the slave trade. His eyes were opened to the injustice of slavery. Out of his conversion he wrote the lines to the hymn "Amazing Grace."
"Amazing grace, how sweet the sound, that saved a wretch like me.
I once was lost, but known I am found; was blind, but now I see.
With this history of how the hymn was written, we can see a new perspective. God shows no partiality. Regardless of our color, gender, economic class, nationality, or whatever makes us different, God does not have favorites. Amazing grace is give to all. God doesn’t love one group of people more than another. In the former days, we thought some people were in and some were out. But through "progressive revelation," God says those who were out are now in.
Faith always seems to be in a struggle with culture. When we come to God’s way, we sometimes have to un-learn what the culture teaches us. We may be tempted to think that we’re somehow the chosen people, that we have access to certain goodies that others don’t have. We might want to think that our group—our race, our class, our church—are part of an exclusive club. "We are in, others are out. That’s just the way it is." We saw this mentality when slavery and segregation were the official practices of this country. 
But this kind of thinking is dangerous for any religious group; it moves us to choose power over service, certitude over grace. Then we can say: You can be in our group only if you see God the way we see God. You can be in our group, only if you act a certain way or speak a certain way. It reminds me of Carl Sandburg, the poet, the wordsmith. Someone once asked him what was the ugliest word in the English language. He paused and said in his gravely voice. "The ugliest word….the ugliest word is exclusive."
The conversion of Cornelius reminds us that God is inclusive. God is always inviting other people to the table. In my previous church, over many years, we had lengthy discussions about whether homosexual Christians would be included into full membership and participation in the church. Some members had difficulty with that much inclusion. When the congregation agreed that all people were welcome at the table, regardless of their sexual orientation, several long-time members left the church. That was about twenty years ago. Now, twenty years later, one of those people who left the church, an 80-year old man, sent me a message by way of someone who lives in Durham. He told them to give me this message: "Tell Mel I was wrong."
Conversion keeps on happening. We spend a lifetime turning, changing, growing into God’s way. We are saved, and we are being saved. The story of Cornelius’ conversion is a story about how the Spirit moves in our lives through everyday events. Cornelius was willing to listen to an angel in a vision who told him to send for a man named Peter to come to his house. Likewise Peter was willing to pay attention to his vision on the rooftop. Out of that listening, the Spirit moved. People’s hearts were opened, and the Spirit brought a wider vision. 
When God’s Spirit moves among us, all kinds of people are invited to the table. The Spirit moves, and we are strengthened and blessed beyond measure. We could call it "amazing grace."
Thanks be to God. Amen.
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